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n November 23, 1781, scarcely a month 

after the British surrender of General 

Charles Cornwallis (1738-1805) at York-

town fulfilled American hopes for independence, the 

members of Maryland's General Assembly gathered 

in the State House in Annapolis and unanimously 

resolved to commission a portrai t of the victorious 

commander in chief, George Washington. Inspired 

by their zeal to honor the man who had become the 

first t rue American hero, the legislators directed 

Governor Thomas Sim Lee (1745-1819) "to wri te 

to Mr . Peale, of Philadelphia, to procure, as soon 

as may be, the portrai t of his Excellency general 

Washington, at full length, to be placed in the house 

of delegates, in grateful remembrance of that most 

illustrious character." 

Charles Willson Peale waited three years to begin 

the portrait. By doing so, he was able to create a new 

image of Washington that was particularly designed 

for the building where it would be displayed. When it 

House." This building, and its two predecessors, 

had been home to the Maryland legislature since 

1695 and was at the heart ot the city's political and 

commercial life. 

In choosing to commission a formal image of Wash­

ington for the State House, the legislators were fol­

lowing in the tradition of their colonial predecessors, 

whose work was often conducted under the gaze of 

royal portraits, or those of the colony's early propri­

etors, the Lords Baltimore.' However, the resolution 

of 1781 marked the first time the state legislators acted 

to procure an image of one of their contemporaries 

for the express purpose of commemorating an indi­

vidual's role in Maryland's, and indeed, America's, 

history. And while it would become fashionable for 

state governments to commission portraits of Wash­

ington after his death in 1799, when his role as the 

country's Founding Father was clearly established, 

only the legislatures of Maryland and Pennsylvania 

ordered his portrait to be displayed in their respec-

By Elaine Rice Bachmann 

was finally delivered to Annapolis in December 1784, 

Washington, Lafayetteaiu) Tdghnian at Ycrktiwn fulfilled 

not only the legislators' request to honor the victori­

ous general but also Peale's own desire to present an 

image to the citizens of his home state that would be 

a meaningful record of the triumphant final chapter 

of the American Revolution. 

Until the mid-nineteenth century, the most notable 

public buildings for the display of works of art, aside 

from churches, were America's statehouses, which 

often acted as social and cultural centers. This was 

certainly the case in Maryland, where the capital city 

of Annapolis, chartered in 1708, had grown into one 

of the country's busiest ports and was home to a di­

verse population of gentry, farmers, merchants, and 

; the East 

Coast made it a stopover for travelers and contrib­

uted to its selection as the venue for the Continental 

Congress in 1783 and 1784, which met in the State 

tive statehouses while he served as commander in 

chief of the Continental A r m y 

It is not surprising that the gentlemen lawmakers 

in Annapolis simply specified 'Mr . Peale" as the re­

cipient of their commission. By 1781 Charles Will-

son Peale had established a reputation as a skilled 

portraitist, receiving the patronage of some of the 

colonies' most prominent families. He was particu­

larly well known in Annapolis, where his family 

had moved in 1751 when he was a child and where 

he lived and worked until transplanting his own 

growing family to Philadelphia in 1776. His earliest 

self-taught efforts at limning were enhanced by the 

opportunity to observe the technique of J o h n Hes-

selius (1728 — 1778), who had settled nearby and with 

whom Peale famously traded a saddle and bridle in 

exchange for painting lessons. Peale's growing pro­

ficiency in portraiture gained the attention of sev­

eral prominent local residents, among them Charles 



Fig. 1. Washington, Lafayette and Tilghman at Yorktown, by Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827), 1784. 

Signed "c. w. PEALE PINXT 1782" at lower left. Oil on canvas, 96 by 63 Vi inches. State of Maryland, State House, Annapolis; 

photograph by Will Kirk, Homewood Photographic Services. 
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Carroll (1723-1783) the Barrister and John Beale 
Bordley (1741-1827), whose benefaction enabled 
the emerging artist to travel to England and study 
with Benjamin West (1738-1820) in 1767.6 While in 
London, Peale received his first official commis­
sion—to paint a portrait of William Pitt for some 
gentlemen of Westmoreland County, Virginia. This 
full-length allegorical likeness of Pitt, depicted in 
the robes of a Roman orator and surrounded by 
symbolic imagery, was Peak's first attempt at por­
traiture on a grand scale. Having received some 
criticism for his first canvas, Peale abandoned it 
and completed a second, slightly altered version, 
which was sent to Virginia in 1769.7 

When Peale returned to Annapolis that same 
year, he vigorously advanced his new career, pur­
suing commissions throughout the region. Jona­
than Boucher (1738-1804) of Annapolis arranged 
a sitting for him at Mount Vernon in 1772 to 
paint George Washington, then a member of the 
Virginia House of Burgesses and a colonel in the 
Virginia militia. It was a meeting that would prove 
extraordinarily beneficial to Peak's future. 

In Annapolis the government was thriving, 
employing many of the local artisans and shop­
keepers in a variety of work related to maintain­
ing the business of government. The most visible 
sign of this was the construction of a new state-
house, begun in 1772, on State Circle. Peale was 
undoubtedly aware of the progress on the building 
and knew that it was to be ready for occupancy 
in 1774.8 It was then that he completed the first 
version of his portrait of Pitt, which he called "the 
first Fruit of his Science," having brought the 
abandoned canvas back with him from London. 
Citing his gratitude to "his native Province," yet 
no doubt seeing an opportunity to advance his 
career, he wrote to Maryland's colonial governor, 
Robert Eden (1741-1784), on March 31, 1774, of­
fering the portrait for public display "in the State 
House or such other conspicuous place as shall 
be thought most fit and Convenient."9 Not only 
did the General Assembly accept Peak's offer, 
they voted to give him one hundred pounds as a 
"Compliment" for his efforts.10 The portrait of Pitt 
(Fig. 2) was hung above the fireplace in the Senate 
Chamber, where it remained in November 1781, 
when, among the regular business of the legislative 
session just underway, the lawmakers set about to 
honor General Washington, who was expected in 
town within a few days' time.11 

A joint committee was formed to write a message 
of thanks to be presented to Washington upon his 
arrival in the city on November 22.12 The members 
of the committee, all of whom Peale had painted,13 

were a panoply of Maryland's most wealthy and 
socially prominent gentlemen, including Edward 
Lloyd, Lloyd's brother-in-law John Cadwalader, 
William Fitzhugh, and Charles Carroll of Carroll-
ton. Just before Washington's gracious response to 

the General Assembly's message was read aloud, 
the secretary of the House of Delegates recorded 
that a unanimous resolution had been passed to 
commission Peale to paint Washington.14 Writing 
to the artist on December 7, Governor Lee asked 
him to "consider a satisfactory payment" and fur­
ther directed that "the Picture is desired as soon 
as may be, but, as I wish to have it as perfect as 
possible I beg you will not regard time trouble or 
expense in the execution."15 

It is likely that the image of Washington the 
lawmakers had in mind for their statehouse was 
similar to one secured by their contemporaries in 

Fig. 2. wmam Pitt [1708-1778], by Peale, 1768-1774. 

Oil on canvas, 94 by 57 inches. State of Maryland 

State House; Kirk photograph. 

Philadelphia for the Pennsylvania statehouse, now 
Independence Hall. This portrait, George Washing­
ton at Princeton, painted by Peale in 1779, reflected 
Peak's proximity to Washington during the early 
years of the Revolutionary War as a member of the 
Pennsylvania militia.16 Washington sat for Peale 
on two occasions during the war, which, together 
with Peak's own eyewitness to the battle, allowed 
the artist to portray Washington at Princeton real­
istically, creating the iconic full-length portrait.17 

It became the basis for at least a dozen replicas, 
establishing Peale as what today might be called 
the official artist of the American Revolution.18 

However, rather than produce another likeness 
based on the 1779 sitting, Peale chose to wait and 
offer something more original to his home state. 
Before he began to execute a canvas, a new gover­

nor was in place in Annapolis, the war had ended, 
and Washington had resigned his commission as 
commander in chief of the Continental Army to 
retire to private life. 

Peale wrote to the new governor and his long­
time friend, William Paca (1740-1799), from Phila­
delphia on September 7, 1784, letting him know 
that he had finished the painting and that the 
legislature was going to get more than it might 
have bargained for: "The likeness of Col Tilgh-
man & the Marquis de la Fayette I have of my 
own accord introduced in the same piece with 
his Excellency, which I hope will give pleasure 
to my Countrymen."19 By including images of 
the marquis de Lafayette (1757-1834) and Mary-
lander Tench Tilghman (1744-1786), Peale cre­
ated a composition different from that of any of 
his previous portraits. Washington stands at the 
center, in a slightly altered stance from the Princ­
eton portraits, with his left hand resting inside 
his waistcoat rather than on a cannon. Although 
based on a 1783 sitting, Washington's face and 
direct gaze at the viewer are little changed from 
the Princeton paintings. Placed between Wash­
ington and the right edge of the canvas are the 
figures of Lafayette and Tilghman. The inclusion 
of Lafayette honored the French nobleman's role 
in supporting the American cause and his close 
friendship with Washington; in addition it pays 
homage to the tremendous support of the French 
forces at Yorktown, led by Jean Baptiste Donatien 
de Vimeur (1725-1807), comte de Rochambeau. 
Initially Peale based his likeness of Lafayette on 
the portrait he made of him in 1780, but Lafay­
ette fortuitously visited Peale in Philadelphia in 
September 1784 and offered to sit for him so that 
the portrait might be more accurate.20 

Tilghman's inclusion in the scene was appro­
priate for a painting that was intended to hang in 
Maryland. Born in Talbot County, he studied in 
Philadelphia and began a career there as a busi­
nessman. In 1776 he volunteered his services to 
Washington and became his military secretary and 
aide-de-camp, serving without pay until May 1781, 
when Washington was able to arrange a regular 
commission for him in the Continental Army. 
Washington called him a "zealous Servant and 
slave to the public, and a faithful assistant to me 
for near five years."21 To reward Tilghman's ser­
vice, Washington chose him to formally deliver the 
news of Cornwallis s surrender to the Continental 
Congress, which was meeting in Philadelphia. Ap­
propriately, Peale painted Tilghman with the 1781 
Articles of Capitulation received at Yorktown in 
his left hand. In addition, Tilghman is portrayed 
wearing his ceremonial officer's sword, which 
Peale painted faithfully, as a careful comparison 
with the original (now displayed next to the paint­
ing in the Old Senate Chamber of the Maryland 
State House) shows.22 
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